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Among the feminism of the twentienth century, the practice of political lesbianism has 
enjoyed a rich theoretical and applied history. Political lesbianism, which advocates women's 
pursuit of intimacy exclusively with other women as a positive alternative to heterosexuality, 
emerged from the analysis of heterosexuality as a political regime that founds, or at least 
sustains, the subjugation of women. The reception and manifestation of political lesbianism has 
varied, with the largest rift (resulting from a larger theoretical rift) being between Anglophone 
(primarily American) 'radical feminists' and French 'materialist feminists'. As Monique Wittig 
points out in her essay "One is Not a Bom a Woman," American lesbian feminism, which has 
offered lesbian separatism in addition to the elective lesbianism, has been characterized by a 
biologistic mode of thought that reinforces the imaginary formation of sex/gender by naturalizing 
the division of man and woman in their assumption that the category of sex has always and will 
always exist , 1 and that necessarily, lesbians have always existed, as seen in Adrienne Rich's 
infamous "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence." Anglophone radical feminism 
in general, among the ranks of which are these lesbian feminists, have advocated gender 
abolition on the basis that the gender system is the manifestation of patriarchy, but have 
maintained women as a natural group, citing "female biology" (XX chromosomes, vagina, 
uterus, etc.) as the foundation of patriarchal oppression. The central claim, perhaps most 
comprehensively found in The Dialectic of Sex by Shulamith Firestone, is that "sex class sprang 
directly from a biological reality: men and women were created different, and not equally 
privileged" and thusly, "[t]he biological family [the foundation of patriarchal society] is an 
inherently unequal power distribution." In this analysis, women are reduced to their biological 
capacity to reproduce and this difference in reproductive function between men and women is 
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considered "the first division of labor." The popularity of this reactionary view in Anglophone 
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feminism has led to further misguided analysis, such as that all PIV (penis-in-vagina) sex is rape, 
that males are inferior and/or inherently violent, and that matriarchy is preferable to patriarchy. 

Wittig's materialist feminism opposes these ideas and notes that "the. ..origin of 
oppression is in fact only the mark imposed by the oppressor: the "myth of woman," plus' its 
material effects and manifestations in the appropriated consciousness and bodies of women," 4 
effectively exposing the concept of a natural sexual division as a confusion of cause and effect. 
The materialist feminist approach to gender abolition proposes that radical lesbianism is 
necessary and proper as the strategy of women's liberation, following from the idea that the 
gender binary only exists as a specific social relation (heterosexuality) and, that by refusing 
heterosexuality and becoming a lesbian, one goes "beyond the categories of sex." Wittig's 
famous claim is that lesbians are not women, but a designated subject who escapes their class. 
Radical lesbianism is the horizon of subjectivity in the abandonment of the myth of woman. 
However, there is a contradiction within Wittig's argument; by destroying "woman" (and the 
category in sex in general) without destroying lesbianism, Wittig effectively retains the female 
subject, simply displaced from what is considered her formative position. It registers as a failure 
to take her own thought to its logical conclusion, that lesbianism, being a remnant Other to 
heterosexuality, must go as well. Rather than lesbians as women who have escaped womanhood, 
they ought to be seen as women resisting womanhood, but of course, resistance does not equal 
revolution and radical lesbianism represents neither autonomy from nor destruction of gender. 
The question we must pose, then, is "how do we logically take a gender abolitionist approach to 
radical lesbianism?" 

French materialist feminism draws heavily from the work of Simone de Beauvoir, who 
posits men and women as dialectically opposed, man being the One universal subject and woman 
the Other particular/"marked" object (of masculinist discourse and sexual desire). As a result of 
Wittig's following of Beauvoir, her thought has a characteristically Sartrean existentialist slant. 

In the question of liberation, Wittig (by way of Beauvoir) sees the human subject as the locus of 
agency, an explanation of why she considers women to be capable of their own autonomy 
through lesbianism, but still in her loyalty to Marxism, recognizes "the mark of gender", the 
imposition/construction of gender identity, as the ground of oppression. The mark of gender 
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